



>> Today’s world is predominantly urban. Most urban regions are located in 
delta regions. And delta regions face severe pressures because of their fragile 
environments, their delicate relationship with existing ecological habitats 
and coastal zones, which need protection, and the increasing constraints 
and threats due to climate change and sea level, rise. Delta regions are under 
pressure. Spatial planning is one of the means to maintain quality of living 
in delta regions. Spatial planning has a strong tradition in taking ‘here and 
now’ decisions to responding to problems and difficulties, with not much 
difference in technical and communicative approaches. If spatial planning 
wants to be supportive to transformations at various levels of scale in urbanized 
delta regions alternative time related approaches are desperately needed. 
The plurality of urbanized delta regions forces such time related planning 
approaches to be emergent, adaptive, co-evolving and transformative in nature.  
It means planning has to embrace a non-linear understanding of space and place.  
This book is meant as an introduction to non-linearity and spatial planning.
The Netherlands are part of one of the most dense and spatially advanced delta 
regions in the world: The North-West Euro delta (hereafter Eurodelta). The 
Netherlands have also been considered to be a true planners’ paradise. The 
country is thoroughly planned in all possible ways, including land use plans 
for forests, rivers, the sea and even its upper- and underground. It’s a micro-
cosmos, which allows us to study planning behaviour in the greatest detail. Here 
the planner is expected to act in harmony with society’s needs and desires. As 
such the country is also expected to be a planners’ lab and a source for in depth 
debate considering new developments in support of the planning discipline 
(Van der Cammen et al. 2013;  Boelens et al. 2011;  Hartman et al. 2011; Meyer 
2010; Wagenaar, 2011 ). This situation has evolved into a highly sophisticated 
planning machine. At the same time this sophisticated system is also holding 
on to successes of the past, its commitment to a thorough planning at a micro 
level, its institutional robustness, and the strong focus on the decision making 
at the here and now.  This sophisticated system has become a constraint in 
developing real innovation with regard to present post-industrial social needs 
on the one hand and the immense spatial turnover needed to respond to 
climate change. Neither socio-democratic guidance in a makeable world, nor 
recent neo-liberal decentralisation and deregulation policies will help here. 
Neither command-and-control nor laissez faire will do the trick. A new kind 
of commitment is desired between policy making, spatial transformation and 
citizenship to respond to the multiple processes at various levels of scale. One 
of the conditions for such a commitment is taking spatial transformations 
seriously in the sense that such transformations have their own dynamics and 
these dynamics prevail over humans’ desire to create a world to their liking.
Belgium contrasts in various ways with its neighbouring country, the 
Netherlands. Due to its fragmented layout, unbridled sprawl and far fewer 
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spatial regulations, it was pronounced to be ‘the most ugliest country in the 
world’ (Braem 1968). It would lack structure, clear ideas and even the will of 
its citizens, and therefore politicians, to mould space beyond the realm of its 
individual parcels. While this might be less apparent at first glance, during 
the last decades, Flemish planners are repositioning themselves to find their 
own pragmatic ways within this fragmented, indifferent and sometimes even 
hostile planners’ world (Albrechts 1998, Van den Broeck 2006, Dehaene 2013). 
Until now, innovation in Flemish planning – if appearing at all – remains small, 
marginal, academic, internal and highly short-lived, because they won’t find 
sufficient back-up in mainstream policies. What Belgium has in common with 
its neighbouring country is its planning system being stuck too in policy frames 
which prove hard to open up for a debate with regard to change.
Both areas however are part of the greater Delta Region of the rivers Rhine, 
Meuse and Scheldt. It was a region where traditionally its inhabitants had to 
adapt themselves continuously to the changing, and sometimes-unpredictable 
circumstances of tide, flood and shifting river courses. It is a region where 
at the moment some 20-30 million people live (depending on how the 
Eurodelta is exactly defined), and where the headquarters of some 20-25 
transnational corporations of the Global Fortune 500 are located. These are 
highly specialised in trade, logistics, global energy supply and knowledge 
intensive business services. Changing global market conditions have therefore 
more or less instantaneous effect on the Eurodelta’s economic competence, 
and consequently spatial opportunities, mobility, pollution, and even social 
& demographic changes, income rates, care & cure, food supply, energy 
transitions, climate change etc. Although some kind of anticipative planning 
on possible future circumstances seems to be conditional to survive in delta 
regions, the growing complexities, fragmentations, new cross-overs, within 
fragmented institutional settings and especially the growing pace in which 
these changes are happening, makes planning in fact illusory beforehand. And 
confidence in authorities, policies and politicians will erode, if these stick to 
traditional and contemporary institutional structures. In this book we want 
to proceed in this ‘planning paradox of Delta regions’, confronting current 
practices with new and innovating perspectives to spatial planning. 
These new perspectives are all about addressing the non-linear side to planning, 
as we take the stand the world around us is not a given fact, nor is it a reality we 
all fully agree how to take it. The reality we embrace is a world in discontinuous 
change, a world constantly in a flow, being ‘out of equilibrium’ and therefore 
open to autonomous and self-organizing mechanisms. We are convinced that 
planning is not only reserved for planners or specialized planning agencies. 
In fact many different (possibly self-reliant) organizations, institutions, 
individuals and businesses plan in different areas of life, economic, social and 
biological survival, self-esteem etc. At the same time, we believe that space is 
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not something outside us, a kind of abstract platform whereon different kinds 
of actors act. But we are convinced that each of those (planning) actors in fact 
condition space, or at least attempt to do so, as that they (and in fact each of us) 
are reciprocally conditioned by it. Planning of Delta regions therefore relates 
individual actors, processes of urban transformation and macro influences such 
as climate change as interdependent phenomena and as multiplicities, which 
have impact at various levels of scale.
This perspective of a world progressing more or less ‘interrelationally autono-
mous’ beyond spatial planning is fundamentally different to the planners’ 
perspective in the previous century. Controlled realities, often misinterpreted 
as planners’ creations, are no longer the only promising perspectives. Agreed 
realities, products of consensus and collaboration, and dominant in the debate 
of the last thirty years (Sager 1994, Innes 1995, Healey 1997, Woltjer 2000), are 
under pressure as well. Important as these agreed realities still are, these have 
positioned spatial planning in the corner of area specific, and stakeholder 
related, shared governance issues. Present developments are much more 
multi-levelled and multi-(f)actored, and include cross borders linkages a 
physical, social and institutional sense. Such developments show agreements 
being contested at the very moment they are made, and trigger agreeing 
opportunistically about opportunities, which have never been on the agenda. 
In other words, these developments which are likely to increase in the time to 
come, generate a range of institutional consequences which have never been 
part of the policy, planning and institutional traditions from the past. 
These issues all relate to the same question: how to consider and plan in a 
highly dynamic and unstable world that has become increasingly complex, 
unpredictable and fuzzy? Are we able to find alternative paths to the technical 
planner within a controlled world and a mediating planner within an agreed 
world? Are we able to reinvent ourselves as planners, accepting a probably more 
realistic view, which is a world in continuous change? And if so, how would 
this planner look like, and its attitude and approach to this world in change? 
In this book we will present three lines of thought as possible answers to these 
questions:  
a introducing non-linearity in planning, 
b involving self-reliant co-evolutionary perspectives, towards 
c fuzzy actor-relational planning mechanisms.
NON-LINEARITY IN PLANNING
>> Considering ‘a world in discontinuous change’ means considering a world 
in which space and place are changing anyway, as well at expected and at 
surprising moments, with or without the interference of the spatial planner. So 
one could ask: is the planner obsolete? At the same time and as said before, the 
17
SPATIAL PLANNING IN  
A COMPLEX UNPREDICTABLE 
WORLD OF CHANGE
SETTING THE SCENE – ABOUT 
PLANNING AND A WORLD IN 
CHANGE
changes are interrelational, reciprocally conditioned by many actor-networks 
crossing various scales and themes. Of these actors spatial planning is at best 
only one partner, let alone being the most prominent or dominant as they 
are often expected to be. Nevertheless differently from creating futures or 
differently from mediating towards agreed futures, the planner could seek for 
supportive or adjusting mechanisms of flows towards the future. From this 
perspective the spatial planner is in fact only or at least mostly responding, 
anticipating or adapting to changes, which are considered to be more or 
less evolving autonomously and in various directions. These differentiated 
autonomous changes are considered a ‘natural’ phenomenon, a phenomenon 
that cannot be denied if we like it or not.
Such a phenomenon is in strong contrast to linear change, induced strategies 
and direct causal mechanisms, resulting in moves, which are both, intended 
and expected. Proposals for linear change frequently include the idea 
interventions will lead to predefined results due to controlled actions taken. 
These are excluding or ignoring both fuzzy internal and external interactions 
and discontinues contextual influences, while these interactions and 
influences might generate various non-linear and discontinued processes. We 
are convinced that the present world is full with such non-linear processes, 
presenting linearity as an exception instead of a commonality. 
And this conviction has a major impact on planning. Aside from a whole new 
set of notions to planning, such non-linear perspectives asks for an entirely new 
mind set to consider the world we inhabit. This new mind-set is not constructed 
around the idea of control, a product that has been built upon neo-positivist 
foundations of a knowable reality, a realist perspective or an object-oriented 
view to the world. It is neither a world solely constructed around the idea of 
intersubjective interaction, which has revolutionised planning in the nineties 
towards a relativist, communicative and discursive perspective. 
Although we think that both object oriented, and more process oriented 
intersubjective perceptions have been assets of importance to planning, 
we are also convinced that these perceptions are only valid under specific 
circumstances. An object-oriented view is functional in ‘simple’ or straight-
forward situations. An intersubjective view is appreciated in situations, with 
numerous actors and factors making it rather hard (if not impossible) to get 
a clear picture of these situations a priori. Multiple interpretations, interests 
and ideas desire a process of consensus seeking, which hopefully will result 
in an agreed reality and agreed certainties to work from. We will come back to 
this in the concluding chapter. But next to that we are also convinced that in 
the present world simple or straightforward situations are highly exceptional, 
while discursive approaches often lead to middle of the road or ‘one size fits all’ 
solutions, leaving interests, ideas or even whole populations – not fitting in – 
behind. In the present fuzzy, complex and differentiated world these interests, 
ideas or populations are becoming ever bigger and more regular. Therefore 
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the classic object-oriented and intersubjective perceptions can’t be valid as a 
dominant paradigm anymore. 
Our proposal would not be to throw the babies with the bathwater away. 
Technical approaches of planning are still very much valid, in a world which is 
straightforward, certain and predictable. Communicative approaches are very 
much needed in situations, which are highly complicated as these are full of 
actors sharing the same difficulties despite differences in perceptions, interests 
and ideas. Additionally, in non-linear situations we need a highly adaptive 
planning, in which various alternating but engaged combinations of both object 
oriented and intersubjective approaches will have to be considered to get a grip 
of the specific and changing situations at hand. 
This understanding of a differentiated world, a world full of contrasts, a world 
with various shades of grey, means we embrace a relationalist perspective, based 
on various degrees of (static and dynamic) complexity. Each specific category of  
(spatial) issues will have to be dealt with by a specific group of planning approaches; 
situations being not all alike, but being different in serving specific, prominent 
and continuously changing networks, coalitions and collectives present. 
Non-linearity, being the abstraction of dynamic and complex adaptive 
behaviour, is fundamental in the sense that our perspective to the world will 
no longer be oriented towards ‘being’ but predominantly towards ‘becoming’. 
Traditionally this ‘being’ is seen as the moment in which we are being 
confronted with difficulties to be counteracted through decisions made here 
and now. Consequently these decisions – either based on the certainty of facts 
or on consensus how to handle uncertainty – have to result into predefined 
outcomes and a desired future. In other words: our traditional understanding of 
space and place is strongly focused on a fixed present out of which a predefined 
future will follow. With this focus on ‘t = 0’ – a frozen momentum, a fixed 
environment or a snapshot in time – our understanding of space and place 
has been more or less linear, determined, predictable and therefore (at least 
to some extent) a-temporal. Instead non-linear planning is taking time to the 
essence, always awaiting – no better still – looking for the unexpected, driven by 
becoming instead of being, hoping to serve the evolving and changing needs of 
specific coalitions and collectives in a dynamic time-space way. It is more than 
the parts constitute the whole as it includes contextual interferences as well, 
and will have to include time related issues such as path-dependencies, lock-
inns and innovation. In other words: non-linearity is the abstraction of dynamic 
and complex adaptive behaviour. 
INVOLVING CO-EVOLUTIONARY PERSPECTIVES
>> Considering (spatial) arrangements and assemblages beyond their static 
and linear complexities is just one step away from a perspective which is 
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increasingly gaining popularity and which is slowly drifting away from being 
exotic towards mainstream science. This is the perspective of co-evolutionary 
processes. It is derived from the ecology approach, which understands non-
linear developments through time as evolutionary states of becoming. The 
ecology approach considers mutual interdependence between actors and factors 
of importance and between the macro-, meso- and microlevels of interactions as 
fundamental. It appreciates contextual interference in (eco-) systems to explain 
the systems’ behaviour and evolution. This approach has influenced various 
disciplines within the social sciences. Examples are evolutionary economics, 
evolutionary geography, evolutionary management, evolutionary demography, 
evolutionary sociology etc. It refers to notions as inheritance-survival of the 
fittest-variation, routines-competence-innovation, path-dependencies-lock-
inns-crossovers etc. Recently it has been extended with the notion of co-
evolution. 
In co-evolutionary processes both structure and function of a system will 
change in such a way that the fitness of the system increases and the fit with 
the system’s environment will improve (Holling 2001). Going beyond the 
more or less deterministic visions of traditional evolutionary approaches, co-
evolutionary sociologists, in turn, stress that the human capacity to cooperate 
is not only dependent on specific evolved individual, genetic or psychological 
abilities; it also rests on humans’ ability to acquire beliefs, values, ideas and 
practices from others, e.g. the capacity of cultural learning, interactively, 
resulting in cultural evolution (Durrant/Ward 2011). Over time and space 
they influence each other continuously: in fact, genes and culture co-evolve.1 
Similarly, co-evolutionary economic geography tries to understand economic 
innovation through the changing spatial distribution of firm routines over time 
and space (Boschma & Frenken 2006). Regional economic prosperity is not so 
much analysed as an outcome of spatial improvements or shifts in global power 
blocks, but primarily as an outcome of innovation in interactive behaviour of 
firms in co-evolution with related sectors and/or networks, technologies and 
territorial institutions and their convergence/divergence in spatial systems 
(Boschma & Frenken 2011). 
According to Prigogine, these open and responsive systems are considered 
to be dissipative. Such systems are gaining energy, matter and information 
from contextual interaction allowing them to reorganize for a better fitness: 
internally through a process of self-organization and externally through 
adapting to outside influences. Such open systems are thus adaptive to change 
and capable to self-organize. They are able to evolve through time, co-evolving 
externally in interaction with its context and co-evolving internally as both 
its structure and function might fundamentally change. Such a system is 
considered to be a complex adaptive system, and capable to self-organize as long 
as this system is in a situation out-of-equilibrium (Prigogine & Stengers 1984, 
Allen 1997, Batty 2005, Portugali 1999).
 
1 As an example, Durant/Ward 
(2011) and Wrangham/Carmody 
(2010) refer for instance towards 
the widespread cultural practice of 
cooking, which in turn had major 
effect on anatomical changes in 
humans, as well as on their (social) 
behaviour.
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These systems are important to understand dynamic complex behaviour. 
Non-linear and dynamic complex behaviour is the result of complex adaptive 
systems interacting within a world out of equilibrium. Systems positioned in a 
situation ‘out of equilibrium’ will find themselves in an environment, which is in 
flow, always trying to reach ‘equilibrium’ but never reaching such a state. While 
a wider whole is being in flow energy, matter and information are being passed 
on from system to system, and trigger responses by these systems, adapting to 
external change and self-organizing internally, to adjust itself towards a better 
fit with its external environment. 
In the ecological approach systems in (static) equilibrium are considered as dead 
systems. In the same way traditional planning behaviour, which is meant to 
control space, being restrictive to change and separating functions ‘sustainably’, 
is focussing on maintaining a ‘status quo’. This traditional planning is 
concerned with functional arrangements in space. Notions such as change, 
development and progress are not part of the vocabulary. As such old planning 
behaviours could be regarded to deal with a static, in evolutionary terms, ‘dead 
world’. 
Considering a world in change due to processes of flow and their evolutionary 
trajectories, this traditional kind of planning will quickly become counter-
productive constraining development and progress. Therefore we need to seek 
for co-evolutionary alternatives to traditional kinds of planning and decision-
making. This seeking will include ‘situatedness’, dynamics, flow and non-linear 
change. 
If we are willing to take these notions and their meanings seriously, this 
could result in a better understanding of the various ways urban systems 
are progressing or developing, including feed forward loops, transitions and 
emerging networks. The main question to answer is: can we find tools and 
approaches for this kind of forwarding, change and processing, which are as 
obvious to use as the tools and approaches we know so well from a traditional 
and contemporary context? 
ACTOR-RELATIONAL PLANNING MECHANISMS
>> This brings us to the third proactive line of thought; that of actor-relational 
planning mechanisms. With a non-linear understanding of the world and a 
complexity sciences perspective we are able to move beyond static, planning 
‘at the here and now’, a-temporal and ‘dead’ planning, a planning which makes 
(periodically) snap shots from which linearly possible futures are derived (if 
necessary in several scenarios). However in understanding at an individual 
level the responses to such a non-linear world full of complexities, we have to 
start with the living, changing and evolving actors or agents themselves. One of 
the routes to take is embracing assemblages, another is Actor Network Theory 
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(ANT). ANT is increasingly gaining popularity among planning scholars. Both 
assemblage theory and ANT suggest to move beyond the sociology of the social, 
and to start with the social itself again: the evolving and translating actor-
networks themself (Law 1986, Latour 2005). 
Most planning scholars are convinced that planning has to move beyond its 
prime tool ‘the plan’ and beyond its privileged position: ‘the restrictive confines 
of governments’. Because the plan – how development oriented, procedural 
or reciprocal it might be – represents in fact the institutionalised guidelines, a 
generalized manual how to gain pre-fixed futures. It is not so much driven by 
output, nor by outcome; but about ‘becoming’ and mainly about ‘how to get 
there’. The past shows us both the plan and the planner can be a dominant actor, 
representing an organisation or an exclusive alliance moulding and framing 
ideals or exceptions within a central objective or excluding interests which do 
not fit in; or more important excluding cross-overs as these are seen as fuzzy 
and out of line with the concept of control. Nowadays we begin to become 
aware of such initiatives being essential for innovations to take place. Nowadays 
we see more and more planners encouraged to find new mechanisms how to 
navigate through complexity. Such navigation will always include an object 
orientation, as well as intersubjectivity, in various combinations. However 
planning approaches should also be open to processes of adaptation as the 
world of planning is not fixed and frozen. This world of planning and the issues 
at stake are open to change and transformations within time and space. The new 
planning tools could be a stories, facts and symbols from citizens which reflect 
liveability of space and identity of place, memories about past glories or hopes 
for a new world, and evolving networks promoting open and changing alliances 
etc. Tracking & tracing, opportunity mapping, alliance diagramming and open 
financing & agencying are part of that kind of cartography (Sanders/Boelens 
2009). These kinds of a so-called ‘Deleuzean cartography’ (Hillier 2006) could 
deliver new tools which resonate the interests, ideas and thoughts of actors and 
agents, participating in a process towards a more open and innovative planning 
future. This book will elaborate on those initial proposals.
But the same goes with regard to the classic and privileged government based 
position of planners; they have to move beyond representative governments and 
especially beyond the restrictive confines of those governments. Because those 
confines – how flexible they might be – are always legitimized for the sake of the 
society as a whole, the represented majority of that society, or the institutional 
commitments and bureaucratic frames superimposed on (parts of) society. 
Sometimes governmental planners even defend minority interests, claiming 
that specific weaker interests have to be defended against the stronger ones, 
or those of the unborn against the present ones. Although we think that this 
bold position of planners is appealing and that we shouldn’t throw it right away, 
we are also convinced that in an ever more complex, differentiated, dynamic 
and cross-bordering world, such thing as ‘the society as a whole’ hardly exists 
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anymore. The same goes for the needs of the individual; how can planners be 
the representatives of their spatial desires and needs, pretending to know those 
needs of the future, in an ever non-linear world? 
Representation, or more specific representative democracy – on which planning 
relies heavily – is therefore already strongly and widely disputed (Harvey 1989, 
Cohen & Rogers 1992, Gans 2003, Hirst 2001, Swyngedouw 2004, Purcell 2008). 
Representative democracy would widen an already existing gap between the 
representative democratic bastion and the daily lives of citizens and businesses, 
mediated through a bureaucracy, which has still an incentive to control. The 
middle of the road, ‘one-size-fits all’ policies of representative democracies 
wouldn’t be no longer adequate for a growing pluralism in present day society. 
Furthermore representative democracies are often synonymous to a planning 
which upholds the idea of objects being isolated entities and functions to be 
separated from each other spatially. And an institutional design focusing on 
strongly hierarchical stratified functions according to different scale-levels to 
deal with bigger issues, while in present day societies many (spatial) questions 
cut right across different levels or just fall in-between. 
In the last decades many alternatives have been sketched to deal with those 
issues in a better way. In this book we take the stance that a more associative 
democracy would fit in with the non-linear and co-evolutionary approaches 
described before. We include in our plea for a more direct self-managed 
(in)formal governance, promoting an organic representation of currently 
underrepresented interests, and thus encouraging the formation of plural, 
independent associations around specific interests. It would fit in with an 
ever-changing world and would coevolve with the specific interests and 
actor-networks at hand. Although associative democracies will occur next to 
representative democracies, for planners it would mean to move more and more 
beyond representative governments, and to serve emerging self-managing 
and self-regulating (if necessary multi-level) actor-networks around specific 
issues from the outside-in. It would mean that planners would become less the 
technical expert or mediator between stakeholders, but more and more social-
entrepreneur constructively supporting networks of agents in their struggle for 
(spatial) change. 
EURODELTA
>> In this book we make use of the planners’ lab, zoo or jungle called the Euro-
delta. As many other regions in the world, the Eurodelta’s complexity is growing 
fast. And spatial planners are struggling in responding to this complexity, and 
as mentioned before in various ways. More than in other regions, the manifold 
of actors and factors of Deltaregions, its organisations and institutions are 
traditionally known for their high level of self-organised adaptability. When 
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the first non-military concentrations of people emerged – in the Eurodelta 
somewhere around the 7th and 8th century AD – these ‘cities’ went sometimes 
literally and figuratively for a walk as the result of the changing courses of the 
rivers or the changed conditions of tide and flood (Boelens & Taverne 2012). The 
first attempts to contain the excessive dangers of this flooding and to improve 
the productivity in the area, came not so much from above, from the involved 
governments of the area, but were generated by self-managed ‘waterboards’ or 
‘waterings’. Different from the City-State development in the southern parts 
of Europe, the city-development of the Occident was self-organized by the 
parvenus, the peddlers and the apostates of the monastic family bottom-up. 
When later in the 16th century the great voyages of discovery were organized and 
trading and/or colonial rights were established in other parts of the world, again 
these activities were not initiated by the state (as in Spain, Portugal and even 
England) but by trans-local merchant companies as the VOC and WIC. Later on 
the farmers organized their own milk cooperatives and the laborers their own 
housing cooperatives, etc. This all changed after the Second World War when 
the state was considered the entity to lead nations reconstruction from the 
ravages of the war. Consequently the national planners came into power. 
Especially in the Netherlands this has evolved strongly into a highly 
sophisticated policy machine, which – now in retrospect – has become a 
monster in itself. This monster is hard to beat, while at various levels authorities 
and other responsible parties are trying to transform its magnitude and 
behaviour. This highly sophisticated policy machine has proven to be a control 
mechanism for spatial functions and policy sectors, which we are beginning 
to see as a constraint to innovation and progress. Moreover as a result actors, 
regions, environments etc. remained essentially exogenous to planning. In fact 
this is also highlighted in the recent Six Dutch Report on Dutch Spatial Planning 
(the so-called SVIR (Min I&M 2012)), according to, even within the government, 
each level retreats to their own realms, more or less exogenous from, or at least 
not responsible for each other. 
At first glance the recent working process on the Second Report on Spatial 
Planning of Flanders (the so-called ‘Beleidsplan Ruimte Vlaanderen’ (BRV))  
seems to be more engaged in his respect, focussing on advocacy and collabora-
tive planning. But on closer look, it is not much different from the Dutch plan 
focusing on lengthy debates, process, quality of planning decisions, involvement 
of only a specific kind of people and an inclusive ‘public support machine’ which 
is connected to participatory planning mechanisms (Boelens 2011). Also here we 
have to acknowledge the existence of two different worlds which are wide apart: 
the traditional government led plan and, and a kind of planning which works in 
a non-linear, co-evolving, plural, actor-relational world.
Is there is one example showing a world to be non-linear it is the financial, 
mortgage and housing crises which started in 2008. It was a knock out for 
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‘control’, ‘certainty’ and governmental assurance of a fair life. Instead it 
showed the need for new, creative and embedded, crossover solutions, in order 
to facilitate or stimulate self-organizing developments and self-managed 
networks, allowing promising volatile innovations to emerge.  With a planning 
that needs to be engaged in processes of coevolution, which implies involving 
within a process of dynamic reciprocal alignment of social evolution along the 
path of business innovations and civic (re)compositions, with an integrated 
governance evolution along the lines of institutional (re)creation and surplus 
application. It is consistent with relational, complexity and post-structural 
theories, as well with the co-evolutionary propositions of modern biology, 
environmental and political sciences, anthropology, evolutionary economics 
etc. It differs to those engagements in co-evolution, which are mainly focussing 
on analyses in retrospect. Co-evolutionary planning means dealing with 
possible, but not yet known engagements in prospect.
In this book we will set out the contours of such a proactive co-evolutionary 
planning. To that extend, we will argue that we have to turn back to the 
fundamentals of evolving (mediated) networks of actors and agents, within their 
(evolving) ambitions, interests and institutional environments. We will argue 
that planning needs to become an inherent part of that co-evolution process, in 
order to be efficient; that is to stimulate sustainable and resilient futures within 
a complex, plural and volatile society. For that purpose spatial planning needs 
to become endogenous and exogenous as well; to become highly relational 
involved, becoming conditional and to keep distance as well. We will show how 
this can be done and which strategies and means are available and/or need to be 
developed to outline that course.  
SET UP OF THIS BOOK – A READERS GUIDELINE
>> In between this introductory chapter and the synopsis at the end the book 
presents two parts, one (part A) presents a generic and theoretical view on non-
linearity and its consequences for planning, decision-making and governance. 
The second part (part B) contains various chapters presenting arguments linking 
relevant policy themes with non-linear kinds of planning and planning, which 
relates to processes of self-governance, self-regulation and self-management.  
Part A: the generic
Chapter 2: Peter Allen
Having been part of Prigogine’s team, Peter Allen was among the very first to 
explore the possibilities of non-linear reasoning and the idea of dissipative and 
self-organizing structures to the urban world (Allen 1997). In his chapter Allen 
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looks first at complex systems such as towns, cities and regions containing 
agency, diversity and learning through the presence and interactions of multiple 
agents. And he will point at the problems of planning and complexity in this 
specific urban context, which are not really any different from many other areas 
of human existence.
Chapter 3: Gert de Roo
Self-organization will be thoroughly looked at. What kind of process is self-
organization, if we consider it to be part of a non-linear world? And how does 
self-organization relate to spatial planning? Spatial Planning labels itself a 
science of purposeful interventions, while self-organization is a theory of 
spontaneous order. While both seem an impossible combination, it has recently 
been getting serious attention from the planning community. 
Chapter 4: Raoul Beunen, Martijn Duineveld and Kristof van Assche
This chapter explores an alternative theory on governance, which is desired 
if we accept a world, which is non-linear, is seen from a complexity theories’ 
perspective and relates to the dynamic position of planning in society. Using the 
concepts of path, inter and goal dependency, the authors explore the possible 
pathways of planning, the possibilities and limitations for the planning system 
to adapt to an always-changing society. 
Part B: the specific
From this non-linear, dynamic, adaptive and co-evolutionary perspective, each 
of the following chapters will outline and underpin the future challenges on 
specific subjects involved, highlight the main actors of mediated factors present, 
and define the (adapted) institutional arrangements for successful co-evolution.
Chapter 5: Beitske Boonstra and Maurice Specht 
Our world is in turmoil and cities are no different, showing tremendous 
change. This change is not just physically but socially and institutionally as 
well. This ‘appropriate city’ begs for new planning concepts, such as organic 
urbanism, spontaneous cities and self-organisation in urban development and 
management. In this contribution associational recommendations are made to 
adapt those arrangements in order to stimulate co-evolution.
Chapter 6: Martin Dijst and Antje Gimmler 
The implications of relational planning for mobilities are being addressed. 
Due to the increase in urbanization and mobilities worldwide and due to the 
corresponding increase of the number of relationships of human beings with 
unknown others, concepts of belonging become essential in making people feel 
connected to space and place. That would need a co-evolutionary planning of 
mobility with an emphasis on the relational needs of passers-by. 
26
SPATIAL PLANNING IN  
A COMPLEX UNPREDICTABLE 
WORLD OF CHANGE
SETTING THE SCENE – ABOUT 
PLANNING AND A WORLD IN 
CHANGE
Chapter 7: Jessica de Boer and Christian Zuidema 
There is a growing awareness of social and ecological systems having to find 
a cooperative match in order to minimise the increasingly critical impact of 
human activity on the Earth system. One issue that is pressing in this respect 
is energy, and the possibilities of interconnected (re)uses and (re)distribution 
of various energy sources within a region. This cooperative match of energy 
related systems consequentially affects the type of governance formats and 
strategies suitable for establishing a sustainable energy landscape.
Chapter 8: Frank van Oort, Nicolas van Geelen and Helmut Thöle
Evolutionary economic geography theory is being used in this chapter to explain  
why regions evolve economically as they do, stressing the concepts of related 
variety, specialization and diversity in the spatial-economic structure, and the 
self-organization and path-dependent development of local spatial-economic 
structures and global networks. Policy strategies are needed which stress the 
value of multi-level and ‘smart’ governance and actor-based relational planning.
Chapter 9: Frits Verhees en Jos Arts
In this chapter the way governance of spatial development and projects 
is organized will be critically assessed from a non-linear perspective. The 
essence of this chapter lies in the exploration of planning theory, connecting 
this theory to complexity sciences and learning lessons on how to guide large 
spatial projects in innovative ways. These explorations show the importance 
of adaptive qualities in creating possibilities, positive results and successes 
relevant to PPPs.
Chapter 10: Erwin van der Krabben and Peter Ache 
Dynamics of our times create windows of opportunity for new business models 
of urban development. Linear financial arrangements and classic economic 
models have proven to be dead ends. The same goes for financial arrangements 
based on fixed (zoning)plans, functions and for a specific area. More open, 
co-evolutionary and actor-relational business models are being taken into 
consideration to dealing with the a-linear, complex and unpredictable changes 
of present day society and to stimulate innovative cross-overs in urban 
development. 
Chapter 11: Jenni Partanen and Anssi Joutsiniemi
The planning practice of today often collides with the complex urban realm, 
and is incapable of steering or even recognizing self-organization. Since many 
self-organization mechanisms may actually be indispensable to the city, we 
need a better understanding of them to develop appropriate planning tools. In 
this chapter the complex nature of self-organization in the industrial district 
of Nekala in the Finnish city of Tampere is studied to identify self-organization 
principles and how these might ‘work’ within the realm of spatial planning.
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Chapter 12: Martine de Jong
Traditional organizations involved in urban planning are less capable to reach 
their ambitions independent from their social environment. Traditional 
organizations consider social problems isolated from their context, therefore 
addressing the problems only partially and often independently from those 
whom it may concern. A challenging way to overcome this difficulty is to 
appreciate strong coalitions: Coalitions of diverse parties being adaptive 
to change and working in small steps. The key question in this chapter will 
therefore be: How do urban planners connect institutions, networks and 
individuals in coalitions which evolve, adapt and self-organize within the flows 
of the energetic network society. << 
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